ESL through THEATRE by David Rothauser
Doyouenjoygoingtothetheatre,tothemovies,watchingtelevision?Haveyouever
wantedtoperform justonce,butweretooshytotryit?Hereisagoldenopportunityto
gaintheselfconfidenceyouknowyouneedtoSUCCESSFULLYCOMMUNICATEinEnglish!
ReadontolearnhowShowa-BostonstudentsfoundtheirEnglishvoicethroughthedynamic
actionofperformingBroadwayplays!
TheaboveparagraphisanopenchalengetostudentsofESOL,TESOLandESL.ESL
THROUGH THEATREisbothacourseandatime-honoredprocessinthesuccessfulstudy
ofEnglish.ItissosuccessfulthatevennativespeakersofEnglishareencouragedtotake
thecoursetoovercometheirownlackofconfidenceinexpressingthemselvesmoreclearly
andmeaningfuly.
Thecourseisanon-your-feet,kinestheticapproachtolearningEnglish.ESLTHROUGH
THEATRE isparticularly effectivewith internationalstudentswhomay beshy about
expressingthemselvesintheirownlanguageaswelasinEnglish.Usingtheatreasabasis
forcommunication,studentsareabletobreakthroughculturalbarriers(includingtheir
own),becauseinthisprocesstheirfocusisoutsidethemselvesandtheyareinvolvedina
dynamicprocessthatisfun.Funisthekeyingredient,buttheworkisexacting.Bytotaly
immersingthemselvesinEnglishstudentsfindtheirownkeytoself-expressioninthenew
language.
Bytotalimmersionwemeanmind,bodyandemotions.Studentsareontheirfeet
learningtoassociatemovementwithdialogue,andbothwithemotion.・Suittheactionto
theword,thewordtotheaction...・saysShakespeare・sHamlettotheplayerswhowil
perform aplaydesignedtotrapHamlet・sunclewhoHamletbelievesisthemurdererofhis
father.AsayoungstudentoftheatreIcouldnotfulyappreciateShakespeare・swriting
untilIwasonmyfeetperformingit.Thenaroom fuloflightswentonasIdiscovereda
treasureofliteraturethatenabledmetoexpressmyselfasneverbefore.Priortomytheatre
studiesIwasaverbalrecluse,literalyunabletocommunicatewithmorethanoneperson
inaroom.Theatreopenedanewworldformeintomyownlanguage.
SoisitwithinternationalstudentswhoIhavetaught,coachedanddirectedinplays,
film,radio and video production.Many ofthosestudentsarehereatShowa-Boston.
Japanesestudents,stillivinginatraditionalyculturalyclosedsocietytendtobemoreshy
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thanotherinternationalstudentswhenitcomestospeakingEnglishinandoutofthe
classroom. Inamixedclassthecontrastismostacute. Thecasualobservermightthink
theJapanesestudentstobemute,sowithdrawnistheirparticipation.Yethiddendeepin
theirfrightenedsouls(studieshaveshownthatperforminginpublicisthe2ndmostfeared
humanactivitynexttodeath)arevoicesbeggingtobeletlooseupontheworldstage.And
itisherethatShowa-Bostonhasburstuponthescene.
Itbeganslowlywithclassroom skits,writtenanddirectedbyinstructorsasanadjunct
toacademicstudies.Thenitevolvedtoshortplaycuttingschosenbyinstructorsthat
studentsperformedforthestudentbodyandfacultywithverylimitedproductionvalues.
Theseedshadbeenplantedandbeforeyoucouldsay・MaryPoppins,・thestudentsbegan
requestingthirtyandfortyminuteproductionsofBroadwayMusicalsthattheyhadseenin
New Yorkwhileonlongfieldtrips.Twentyandthirtystudentsatatimeshowedupfor
auditions.Mosthadnotrainingorexperienceatalinperforming.Thentheincredible
happened.・BeautyandtheBeast,・・TheLionKing・and・WizardofOz・blossomedonthe
Showastage.Theresultswereastounding!Showastudentsdideverything...theylearnedto
sing,danceandactintenweeks.Inaddition,theybuiltsets,shoppedforusedclothingthat
theyturnedintocostumesandstudiedtherudimentsofstagemake-up.Theirimaginations
ranwild,butalwithinthecontextoftheplay.RehearsaltimewaslimitedduetoShowa・s
tightschedulingandearlycurfew.OnlylaterdidIlearnthatthecastswouldmeetafter
curfewandrehearsesonganddancenumberslateintothenight.
Someofthemostmemorableperformancescamefrom theshiestofstudents.StudentA
morethanfiledJudyGarland・sredslippersin・TheWizardofOz.・Herperformanceas
Dorothywasanaturalcombinationofinnocenceanddeeplyfeltadolescence.Inthesame
playStudentBstoletheshowwithherhilariousportrayaloftheLioninsearchofcourage.
ShowahasproducedthreeversionsofBeautyandtheBeast,afavoriteamongJapanese
students.InthefirstproductionStudentCwasafieryBelewhoseseriousinterpretation
keptaveryfunnycastbentonpurecomedy,grounded.
Whilemy teaching stylehasalwaysbeen learner-centeredwith role-playing akey
componentofmyclasses,thefulimpactofthatideologywasbroughthometomeinmy
theatreclasswhenthestudentsliteralytookoverthefinalstagesofrehearsalfor・Snow
White・.Theytoldmetositintheaudienceandwatchwhattheyhaddone.
What,theydon・tneedme?Itwasthecrowninggloryofmytheatrecourse.Theresults
havebeenamazingtomemanytimesoverasIwatchedthestudentsmetamorphoseintoa
student-centeredlearningexperience.I,theteacher-directorbecameafacilitator.
Around2007,Tom Griffith,ESLDirectorforFaculty,andIteameduptoco-directthe
thirdproduction of・Beauty andtheBeast.・Weweresoon putin ourplaceby very
assertiveShowastudentswholiteraly・ranawaywiththeshow・inthebestpossiblesense.
Thatwasfolowedin2008byanequalyassertivecastwiththethencurrentlyBroadway
―18―
musical,・Wicked.・WhilealofthisBroadwayboastingmightsoundinflated,thereader
shouldkeepanopenmindtotherealityathand.Ourstudentsarenotprofessionalactors,
nordotheyaspiretothis.Yettheirplayseveryyeararesochargedwithinspiration,
enthusiasm,hardworkandthepurejoyofperformance,thattheaudienceistreatedtoa
theatricalexperiencetheyneverfindontheBroadwaystage;2030actorsperforminginan
Americanplay,speakingandsinginginaforeignlanguagetoadegreethattheycapture
thevery essenceofcommunication!AsESL studentsstruck by thewhirlwindthatis
theatre,theywilforeverremembernearlyeverydetailoftheworktheyputintothis
wonderfulycolectiveactivity.
How isthispossible?Asmentionedearliertheirfocusisoutsidethemselves,ormore
precisely,insideanotherpersona.Sosharpandtotalistheirfocus,thatlittleroom isleft
forthem toworryabouttheacademicsoflearningEnglish.Addtothattheintensephysical
andemotionalactivitythatisrepetitiousinnature,andstudentscomeawayfrom itwith
alife-longlearningexperience.
Strong supportersofESL THROUGH THEATRE,Tom Griffith andFaith Barcus,
(SpecialAdvisertothePresident)andIhavefrequentlydiscussedhowtointegratethistype
ofcourseintoanESLcurriculum.
WedomuchoftheaboveinourAmericanTheatrecourses.Thechalengewouldbehow
tocoordinatetheatricaltechniquewithinestablishedESL coursestotheextentthatthe
inclusionoftheatricaltechniquebecomesastrongcomponentoftheESLprogram.
Withoutsteppingontoesthereareatleasttwowaystoencourageteacherstoexplore
thispossibility:
1.Offeron-campusworkshopsintheuseoftheatreintheclassroom.
2.ScheduleoneweekineachESLcoursewhenstudentswilworkwithateacherto
translatekeyaspectsofthatparticularcourseintotheatricalterms.Forexample,
inawritingclassstudentswouldworkcolectivelyintranscribingashortstory
intoastageplayformat.Workingcloselywiththeteacher,theycouldbringthe
playtolifebypreparingaskitincludingprops,costumes,make-up,etc.fora
classroom performance.Theperformancecouldthenbevideo-tapedforreviewand
evaluation.
Evaluationoftheprocessandtheresultcouldbealongcurrentacademicstandards.
1.Formalandinformalevaluativeprocedures. Formalevaluativeprocedurescome
directlyfrom theteacherusinghis/herparticularmethodofevaluation.Informal
evaluativeprocedureswouldincludeconstructivecriticism from classmatesina
discussionformat.Theuseofvideoplaybackisanotheruseofinformalevaluation
wherebytheindividualstudentmaysynthesizetheteacher・sevaluationwiththe
class-matesconstructivecriticism.Thefinalresultwilbeastudentcenteredself-
evaluation.
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2.Monitorthelearningprocess
3.Adaptteachingstrategiesaccordingly
4.Encouragestudentassessmentoftheirownlearning
HavingbeenintroducedtoShakespeareinthismanner,Ilearnedbyactivelyparticipating
intheperformanceofaplaybyWiliam Shakespeare.Priortoactualyparticipatinginthe
play,・Hamlet,・Iunderstoodverylittlefrom Shakespeare・sEnglish.Hamlet・sspeechtothe
actors,・SpeakthespeechIprayyouasIpronouncedittoyou,trippinglyonthetongue...・
wasaspeechthatIneverforgot.IthadaprofoundimpactonmyabilitytospeakEnglish
(mynativelanguage)clearlyandeffectively.
ThekeytoESLthroughTheatre,Idobelieve,istheelementofFUN.Itrytousethis
inanupbeatapproachtolife/learningratherthaninacasualsense.
Whiletheatreencompassesnearlyeveryaspectoflifeandartfrom visualandverbal
compositiontoarchitecturaldesign,fashion,dance,movement,debate,psycho-drama,reading,
writing,singing,music,science,math,philosophy,religion,love,hate,altheemotions,
sociology,psychology,listening,speaking,culture,etc.itisanaturalforsynthesizingESL
intoaliving,breathingexperiencethatstudentsmayuseanddraw upontherestoftheir
lives.
AnotherideatoencompasstheatreintotheESL experiencewouldbetoincludean
internationalcomponenttotheAmericanTheatreprogram.Studentswouldbeencouraged
toresearch and presentplaysand storiesfrom avariety ofculturesthatreflectthe
Americanculture(quicklybecomingaglobalculture).ThiscouldincludesomeJapanese
traditionaltheatrewherebythestudentsbecometeacherstoeachotherandtothefaculty.
Whatbetterwaytolearnthantoteach!
Firstly,pleasealowmetoproposeaFloorPlan.
PART ONE ofthecoursewil introducestudentstobasicacting andplaywriting
techniques.Coachingofpronunciation,intonationandgesturewilhelpstudents・English
conversationskilsandpersonalexpression.PlaywritingthroughEnglishimprovisationwil
beexplored.Studentswilhavetheopportunitytowrite,directandperform inshortplays
andskits.
PARTTWO istheculminationofthecoursewhenstudentswilperform inaplayof
theirownchoiceandcreationorproduceacuttingofaBroadwayMusicalforalive
audience.
Throughmyexperienceteachinginternationalstudentsabroadandmorerecentlyat
ShowaBoston,NewburyColegeandtheCenterforEnglishStudies,Idevelopedtheabove
course.Itistriedandproven.AmongthecourseswhereIhaveemployedtheatretechniques
areESL,IntroductiontoActing,Film andTV acting,CreativeWriting,PublicSpeaking,
American Theatre,TheatreImprovisation,and Film and TV Production.Ithasbeen
consistentlyexhilaratingformetoobservestudentswithlimiteduseofEnglish,tosuddenly
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breakthroughpersonalandculturalbarrierstoexpressthemselveswithconfidenceandjoy.
Secondly,thegoalsofthecourseareasfolows:
1.TointegratethestudyoftheatreperformancewithestablishedESLcourses.
2.Learnbasicactingtechniquesincludingvoice,movement,andscriptinterpretation.
3.Conceptualize,writeand producea variety ofskitsincluding seriousdrama,
comedy,andmusicals.
4.Writeand produceaplay with music,orperform acutting ofaBroadway
Musical.
Thirdly,theobjectivesofthecourseareasfolows. Atthecompletionofthecourse
studentswilbeableto:
1.Usetheirvoiceandbodylanguagetoconfidentlyexpressideasandemotionsin
everydayEnglish.
2.Usetheirmind,voiceandbodytoexpressideasandemotionsinacolaborative
theatricalcontext.
3.Integratethevariousaspectsoftheatreproduction (writing,directing,acting,
technical).
4.Conceptualize,writeandproduceastageplayforaliveaudience.
5.Comprehendourlanguageandculturebeyondatextbookexperience.
6.Applytheskilstheylearnbothphilosophicalyandpracticaly.
7.Derivejoyinlearning.
・Dramaisaction,sir,actionandnotconfoundedphilosophy.・-LuigiPirandelo
InthiscasePirandeloisdrawingadistinctionbetweendramaasanintelectualexercise
anddramaasaphysical,emotional,psychologicalactivity.Hemuchpreferreddramaasa
totalhumanexperienceinclusiveofit・sintelectualunderstanding,butadominantfeature
ofthelearningexperience.
Finaly,thefolowingarewhatthestudentsspoke.
StudentD:・Iwasgladtoplaythismusical(WizardofOz).AtfirstIwasnervous,
butIcouldmakepreciousmemoryinBoston.・
StudentE:・I・m veryhappytoplayin・Wicked!!・Thesehappydayswilstayinmy
memoryaslongasIlive.・
StudentF:・I・m very happy making themusical・Wicked・with my dearfriends.
Everythingrocks!!・
StudentG:・ThismusicalwasmybestmemoryinBoston.Iwanttosay,・Thankyou
somuch・foralmembers,teachersandaudiences!!・
StudentH:・IcouldenjoyactingGlinda!ThisismyfavoritememoryinBoston.
BecauseIknewyou,Ihavebeenchangedforgood.・
StudentI: ・I・m justamunchkin,butmunchkinhasfeelingtoo.Irealyenjoyedour
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playing.Irealyappreciateeveryonewhowasinvolvedin・Wicked,・David,
Tom,Mina-san,BJmembers.Soundsperfect!!・
Thelearningprocessisforeverdebatable.TheoriesofeducationandofEnglishasa
secondlanguagearevoluminousinnumber.Untilrecentlythestudyoflanguagehasfocused
primarily on memorization.Memorization isimportant,especialy in ESL THROUGH
THEATRE.Buttheadvantageoflearningalanguagethroughtheatreisthatthestudent
mustincludeobservation,mimicry,roleplaying,physicalandmentalexercises,thestudyof
humanbehaviorincludingculture,music,dance,psychology,art―inotherwordsatotal
immersionintothehumanexperience,withoneaddeddimension,fun.Inmyopinion,people
learnanysubjectbestwhentheyareenjoyingthemselves.Thejoyofdoinganactivity
relievesthestressandfearofnotachievingperfection.Thejoyofdoinganactivitywel
enhancesone・sself-perception,confidencelevel,competitiveness,creativity,socialnetworking
skilsaswelasfeelingpartofalargercommunity,thecolaborativecommunityoftheatre.
Withimprovedself-esteem,thestudentsdevelopgreaterrespectfortheirfelowhumans
thatmayleadtoamorefulfilinglifeexperience.ESLThroughTheatreisapositivestep
inthatprocess.
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